Defining Literature, Active Reading, Etc.

One goal is to explore what makes reading enjoyable. What do you and don’t you enjoy about reading?  How is fiction different from other things you read?

Another goal in the course is to give you a sense of how stories reflect basic connections that bind humans across time and space.  In the story we read tonight, consider what human emotions and situations are at play, and how you react to what you read.

We’re also concerned with how stories are told, their development in history. Our forms, the short story and novel, are fairly recent so far as the history of storytelling goes, and arose out of certain conditions and needs, particularly in Europe and America.

-  while literature with a lower case ‘l’ can refer to anything written, Literature with a capital ‘l’ refers to writing that in some way or another explores an aspect of what it means to be human.  Any good literature has two main features: significance and universality.  Universality means that the work of literature has something which everyone can relate to, but significance is more of a judgement call -- it refers to the theme of the story having something important to say.  There can be literature which is neither significant nor universal — for example, romance novels deal with a universal concept, but given that most of them are written according to a formula, they may not be at all significant unless they do something unique, something that makes them stand apart.  They don’t say anything that defines for the reader what it is that defines life itself for the author.  They do nothing special.  That something special may be the use of language, or the use of character, or the sound of the language, or anything that defines that piece as unique.

- popularity does not always mean that something is going to be considered good literature for all time.  In some cases, like Greek plays, we study the plays not only because they are universal and significant, but because they are the only examples of the plays that we have.  Anne Rice books, for example, may or may not be studied as literature a century from now, even though they are studied now.

- literature is also defined by the tastes of the society at any given time.  Once upon a time, the study of literature was simply a survey of the Dead White Guys: Chaucer, Shakespeare, Shelley, Keats, and sometimes Whitman.  Those authors were usually English, and it was rare to read anything written by a woman or a person of another ethnic origin.  Now, we read lots of writing by women authors, by gay and lesbian authors, and by authors of differing ethnic backgrounds — which is one of the reasons why this book is so big!  One of the things we’ll be doing this semester is not only learning the different forms of literature but also some of the different ways that a person can RESPOND to literature and read it critically.

- now, there are two ways that you can read literature — you can read it and form a taste-based opinion, or you can form a critical opinion.  Taste-based opinions don’t hold much water — if all you can say is ‘I liked this story because I could understand it,’ then you’re not going to go too far.  If, however, you can say ‘I liked this story because of the story’s use of symbolism throughout the story, but most particularly in this paragraph..,’ THEN you’re going somewhere.  If you’re going on taste, you’re saying, ‘Aw, that story is so purty.’  If you’re going on critique, you’re saying, ‘That story is very moving because it uses a symbol for love which we can all identify with while using it in a startling way.’  That’s the kind of reading I want us to be doing all semester.  If you say in class ‘I like this,’ be prepared to explain why and what specifically you liked in it.

- so, how do you go about reading a work of literature?  Here’s what you do:

1)
Active reading - don’t just sit there and passively read the text, say ‘Oh, that was fun,’ and leave it at that.  Instead, make a habit of reading with a pen — annotate the text by underlining words you aren’t familiar with, or phrases that you really like, and write notes or questions to yourself in the margin.    Also look for things that stand out to you, things which may be important.

2)
Reread the text - when you have time, don’t be content to simply go through the text once.  With short stories in particular, it’s always a good idea to give the text several readings, so that you catch things that you didn’t catch before.

3)
Freewriting - whether it be brainstorming, making lists, asking questions and then trying to answer them, or whatever you do, doing some kind of focused yet formless writing on the questions you have can help you determine what it is that you’re trying to determine.

4)
Discussion - if you have questions about a text, bring them to class!  If you’re writing about a work in the book that we’re not discussing in class, talk with one of your classmates or with me and try to work out the things you’re thinking about.

